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EXAGGERATION IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS:
CHARTING AN INQUIRY INTO ITS FUNCTIONS,
PROCESSES, AND PARADOXES
Neil Ramiller
Portland State University
neilr@sba.pdx.edu
Abstract
Exaggeration, or hype, is an important phenomenon in the diffusion of information technology innovations.
However, although frequently maligned, it has been subject to little systematic consideration or research. This
report lays some conceptual foundations for the scholarly exploration of exaggeration in the practice of
information systems. A dual model of the innovation, contrasting its practical and discursive aspects, is joined
to speech act theory in an effort to locate the place of exaggeration in the innovative process. A small sample
of exaggeration “species” are identified and referenced in proposing some preliminary ideas about the
evolution, functions, and paradoxes of exaggeration. The paper closes by outlining an approach for initiating
empirical research in this area.

Introduction
We have recently been witnesses to the dramatic rout of the “dot coms” in the financial markets, plus a visible measure of retreat
on the part of established companies from the electronic marketplace (e.g., Neel 2001). And it is now no longer so clear that ecommerce will “sweep away everything.” It is suddenly far less obvious that “all the rules in business have changed.” In short,
e-commerce is now taking its rightful place alongside other grand ideas that have basked for a time in the glow of hyperbolic
claims, only to see that golden illumination dim. Granted, e-commerce has been perhaps the grandest among the grand ideas –
generating the brightest light and enjoying the widest audience. Even so, from the perspective of hyperbole, e-commerce now
begins to look more similar than different, when compared to earlier innovations for the application of information technology
to business.
The occasion of the 2001 Americas Conference on Information Systems offers an opportune moment in history to reflect more
broadly on exaggeration in and around the practice of information systems. Exaggeration is obviously a significant phenomenon
– otherwise, why would we witness so much of it? And although it seems we are all, at one time or another, inclined to malign
exaggeration, it is difficult to imagine the world of information technology without it. But is complaining all we can do about
it?
This report argues that we, as scholars, can do much more. The phenomenon of exaggeration invites systematic inquiry into a
number of interesting questions. For example, why does hyperbole persist, that is, what functions does it serve, and on behalf
of what interests? What are its effects relative to the challenge of managing IT innovations? How is it rhetorically constructed?
Can we identify a lifecycle (or lifecycles) for hyperbole in parallel with the emergence and development of IT innovations?
Exploring questions like these would be more than just academic exercise. There is, potentially, significant practical value in
collective self-reflection on the genesis and impact of exaggeration. A better understanding of exaggeration may lead to strategic
prescriptions that can help organizations, managers, and practitioners (as well as academics!) better navigate the turbulence
produced by hyperbole, as they attempt to make sense of, and decide wisely about, information technology innovations.
This report explores the possibilities for scholarly inquiry into exaggeration. Its purpose is to lay some preliminary conceptual
foundations that might serve eventually to support empirical research on the topic.
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Theoretical Foundations and Research Methods

Conceptual Development
At an AMCIS 2000 session during which Burt Swanson argued for taking “buzzwords” seriously, an interesting and humorous
discussion ensued among the participants about the true meaning of “e-business.” Naturally, no consensus was reached. And
although it is easy to dismiss this particular exchange as just one more case of semantic hi-jinks, the contradictory and fragmented
meanings for “e-business” on display in fact signaled the presence of an important underlying phenomenon. And that is, where
e-business is concerned, “the object the language points to does not exist” (Bucciarelli 1994, p. 177) – at least not fully, clearly,
and unambiguously. And in fact, the very discussions that take place about it are an integral part of the constellation of activities
that are bringing both the material and the perceived reality of e-business into being (Swanson and Ramiller 1997).
This observation provides our basic ontological point of departure for thinking about exaggeration. Exaggeration takes place in
a context of innovation in which language is the primary medium for enacting, and making sense of, the reality of an innovation
(Weick, 1995). In fact, it can be helpful to think about an information technology innovation as having a dual nature – on the one
hand, a practical form comprised of material technologies and practices at work in real organizational settings, and on the other
hand a discursive form constituted by the myriad, on-going conversations about the innovation taking place in such diverse
forums as trade journals, board rooms, expos, project meetings, analyst briefings, and hallway conversations (Swanson and
Ramiller 1997; Ramiller 2001). In contrast to the practical form, which only ever appears in full in specific organizational
contexts, the discursive form ranges largely unconstrained across individual, organizational, and interorganizational levels, related
undeniably and yet loosely to actual practice.
This discursive view of the innovation draws, at least implicitly, on the performative or pragmatic aspects of language. That is,
it incorporates the observation that language-in-use usually does more than merely state facts or describe. Along with such a
representational and propositional function, language also serves an illocutionary function aimed at changing the state of the world
(Searle 1969; Alvesson and Karreman 2000). That is, language is a way to do things (Austin 1962), specifically by means of
claims, requests, promises, pronouncements, and affective statements 1 that attempt to shape how others see and, therefore, act
upon the world (Ford and Ford 1995; Lacity and Janson 1994). In short, the discursive aspect of innovation puts us in the realm
of concerns variously addressed by speech act theory (Austin 1962; Searle 1969), the concept of language games (Lyytinen 1985;
Wittgenstein 1963) and, in the field of information systems proper, the language-action perspective (Schoop 1999; Winograd and
Flores 1986).
The problematic interplay between an innovation’s discursive and practical manifestations sets the stage for the play of
exaggeration. The discursive innovation, even while acting on the practical world, takes advantage of the curious and potent fact
that “words and objects in the world are not simply interchangeable, since words extend away from objects into an entirely verbal
world of their own” (Said 1978, p. 58). Such an extension is amplified by the innovation’s inherent uncertainty, ambiguity, flux,
and contestability, which work to stymie the reliable and confident evaluation of the claims, requests, promises, pronouncements,
and affective statements that are made about the innovation.

Process and Rhetoric in Exaggeration
The instrumental play of exaggeration can manifest itself in a variety of ways over the course of a given innovation’s lifecycle.
I propose three “species” of exaggeration for consideration here. This is by no means an exhaustive list. Nevertheless, these
species are offered specifically to suggest that the nature of exaggeration may change systematically over time – both as the
innovation itself evolves and as a particular organization’s engagement with the innovation unfolds.2 We will refer to these
species using everyday turns of phrase sometimes associated with them:
1. totally new! (and totally improved!)
2. best practice
3. declaring success
The name of the first species of exaggeration, totally new! (and totally improved!), takes its cue from our everyday experience
of consumer product marketing, in which not-so-new products are often served up as if they promise truly revolutionary advances

1

Or, more formally, speech acts are said to be assertive, directive, commissive, declarative, and/or expressive.

2

Identification of these species of exaggeration is based on my informal reading, over an extended period of time, of the IS trade journal
literature, and also on past informal conversations and formal interviews with business executives, senior IS managers, and IS practitioners.
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over the status quo. IT-related innovations, of course, are often framed in this way, particularly early in their lifecycles. The
discursive innovation, at this stage, is couched in a rhetoric of discontinuity – or what more dramatically might be called a rhetoric
of utter transformation. This rhetoric suggests that we are soon to witness the fundamental replacement, in some important
domain, of all that we find familiar. Collins relates this type of rhetoric, which has long been a fixture in business more generally,
to “a view of management that is based upon notions of ‘progress’. It is a view of management where ‘old ideas’ are bowled over
by ‘breakthroughs’ “ (Collins 2000, p. 91; see also Eccles and Nohria 1992). Relative to information technology specifically,
Brown and Duguid (2000) write about rampant “endism” in the rhetoric of the information age and remark, “obituaries are now
regularly written not just for tools [like the hinge and the typewriter], but also for well-established practices, organizations, and
institutions, not all of which seem to be fading away” (2000, p. 3).
In the life of an IT innovation the rhetoric of discontinuity may continue for some time, but it is often joined along the way by
a rhetoric of the imperative (Collins 2000) that seeks to establish the inevitability and ubiquity of the innovation across the
organizational landscape. This is brought to a fine point in the promulgation of the innovation as a best practice, our name for
the second species of exaggeration.
At some point, individual adopter organizations and the wider community look back on their substantive engagement with such
best practices in IT innovation. And it is here that our third species of exaggeration is found, declaring success. Declaring
success is not per se an exaggeration, but in practice it often is. Declaring success is clearly a matter of social construction (Mitev
2000; Wilson and Howcraft 2000; Yourdon 2001), and this process often invites exaggeration. Organizations’ propensity for
declaring success in situations with doubtful outcomes is well recognized – and it is known to prompt people to reflect
sarcastically back on troubled projects to the effect of, “We declared success and then all went home.” Declaring success involves
a rhetoric of accomplishment or, in less than auspicious situations, what might better be called a rhetoric of redemption.

Functions, Paradoxes, and Problematics
Why do we witness species of exaggeration like these? The question begs a consideration of the functions served by hype. An
obvious tack is to argue that exaggeration exists because it serves particular, and largely economic, interests. Our everyday
familiarity with overblown advertising claims makes this argument intuitively satisfying. But does exaggeration have other, wider
functions?
When we reflect on the demands associated with an innovation’s own career, additional possibilities suggest themselves.
Exaggeration of the type we have labeled totally new! can serve, early in the life of an innovation, to create a sense of drama that
punctuates the emergent idea by amplifying its putative discontinuity. This may be necessary in order to attract attention and to
challenge the off-hand dismissal that can come with a failure to fit readily with existing cognitive schemas. In short, exaggeration
may be needed simply to lay claim to a share of people’s scarce “cognitive real estate.”
The rhetoric of best practice, meanwhile, may promote a one-size-fits-all framing that helps to speed the innovation’s diffusion.
The lack of contingent thinking entailed in this form of exaggeration may serve to open up doors to the innovation’s application
in a variety of organizational settings – and eventually to open up people’s minds to the possibilities for creating a variety of
practical realities to fit the aspirations being expressed. (See Swanson (2000) concerning “fuzzy types.”) Finally, the (speech!)
act of declaring success, despite what is probably our initial impulse to regard it cynically, may help organizations to set aside
ambiguous and potentially disputable early outcomes in order to foster the innovation’s longer-term prospects in assimilation,
use, and adaptation.
Despite positive functions such as these, exaggeration in IT innovation is problematic in its effects. Among its negative and
paradoxical aspects (Robey and Boudreau 1999), we can consider the following small sample:
Some of the strongest and most dramatic claims (on the order of totally new!) take place when we collectively
have the least qualified knowledge of the phenomenon, perhaps because this is when exaggeration is least
subject to systematic scrutiny and therefore enjoys the greatest free play.
Downstream, as the innovation begins to claim status as a best practice, it might be surmised that there is now
greater community knowledge about the innovation. However, for the prospective-adopter organization, this
really just represents a move from a state where pretty much no one knows anything to a state where somebody
else appears to knows something, but the organization itself still does not.
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Declaring success entails a “papering over” of the inevitable complexity and ambiguity in the real situation.
In effect, it removes information from the story of the innovation’s implementation, which diminishes its
verisimilitude and leaves the true status of the underlying accomplishment masked, uncertain and, ironically,
in doubt.
Exaggeration at any point in an innovation’s lifecycle, while it seeks to promote the innovation, can instead help
to provoke the innovation’s undoing. When exaggeration is exposed it can lead to deep discounting of other
claims made on behalf of the innovation and generally undermine its legitimacy – despite the fact that it may
be truly valuable under certain conditions and in certain circumstances.
These paradoxes all turn on the fact that exaggeration in practice is not simply a matter of overstatement. Exaggeration also
entails omission. Exaggeration effectively discounts, marginalizes, and even silences certain facts, perspectives, and voices.
Omissions are, perhaps, an unavoidable aspect of the discursive innovation. As an extended stream of speech acts seeking to
shape an emergent reality, the innovation discourse must expunge complexity and ambiguity, which will otherwise tend to
undermine the discourse in the wider inter-organizational community through which the innovation is set to diffuse.
In short, exaggeration may be at least as interesting for what it doesn’t say as for what it does. Among the types of omission
exaggeration accomplishes, we may witness:
•
•
•

the suppression of history
the suppression of context
the suppression of heterogeneous goals and incongruent interests

The suppression of history, best illustrated among our sample set of exaggerations by totally new!, entails the willful ignorance
of precedents that might call into question the bold discontinuity claimed for the innovation (Ramiller 2001). In reality, an
innovation never lacks historical precursors, but exaggeration marginalizes these, lest they present directly contradictory evidence
or compromising qualifications. I again call attention to the delightful and useful term “endisms” (Brown and Duguid 2000).
The claim of best practice, meanwhile, entertains the suppression of context. It un-asks the question, “Best under what
circumstances?”, and promotes silence where we would otherwise expect some consideration of contingencies. Because we may
also want to ask, “Best in what way?” and “Best for whom?” (Collins 2000), exaggeration may, by strategic omission of
organizational complexities and incongruent interests, promote a monolithic image of both the organization and the innovation’s
effects upon it. The types of exaggeration we have identified as best practice and declaring success both tend to do this.
In summary, exaggeration, while seemingly “loud” in some ways, rather surprisingly represents an episode of silence (Collins
2000, p. 360) in others, through its muting of historical qualification, contextualization, and pluri-vocality (Oswick et al. 1997).
While, as suggested earlier, such silence may serve for a time to promote cognitive openness and even diffusion, it is potent with
irony, as our sample of paradoxes suggest. Persistent exaggeration tends over time to undermine the very innovation it seeks to
promote. Over the long run, success is defined increasingly by events in the realm of the practical rather than the discursive. And
in the practical layer, the devil is in the details that exaggeration systematically omits.

Steps Toward Research
A scholarly interest in exaggeration potentially invites a variety of forms of research. Rather than try to develop an exhaustive
catalog of the possibilities in the limited space here, I want to suggest one research approach that seems likely to offer a good
place to start in getting an overall grasp of the scope of the phenomenon and the forces and dynamics at play in its generation,
perpetuation, and effects.
I am proposing, specifically, the preparation of some “natural histories” of hype. To be organized around the evolving discourses
associated with particular innovations, these studies would chart the appearances and roles played by characteristic acts of
exaggeration over the lifecycles of the innovations. There is a need here for multi-level research – we should be interested not
only in the historical study of the wider course of exaggeration as revealed in sources drawn from the community (business and
trade journals, vendor marketing, annual reports, and the like), but also in the specific encounters with exaggeration of
(prospective) adopter organizations. Hence, fieldwork might be undertaken within organizations to explore the salience, effects,
and (re)deployment of exaggeration within adopter firms.
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A set of such natural histories might eventually support the identification of one or more characteristic patterns of rhetoric in the
promotion of information-technology innovations. On the side of theory, this would be a step toward the uncovering of a cultural
“deep structure” for hyperbole – an articulation of the rules and resources for exaggeration that are engaged under the economicstructural conditions of a competitive-market regime (Giddens 1984). Meanwhile, on the practical side, it would increase
managers’, practitioners’, and academics’ understanding of the genesis, dynamics, and force of exaggeration, and consequently
enhance their self-reflectiveness, and thereby their effectiveness, in dealing with its influences and effects.
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